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Interview with James Lesar: Part II 

If Ray did not shoot 




Who killed Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr.? 

Well, it was not James Earl 
Ray, says the defense counsel of 
the man who is now serving a 
99-year sentence for the, crime. 
Atty. James Lesar, a graduate 
of the University of Wisconsin 
Law School and now based in 
Washington, D. C., has been 
working feverishly at obtaining 
a new trial for Ray, whom 
Lesar says was railroaded into 
prison by the government in 
collusion with Ray’s own for- 
mer defense counsel. . 

Lesar says he is confident a 
federal appeals court will grant 
a new trial after it has con- 
sidered his evidence that Ray 
was deprived of a proper 
defense, and that federal and 
state authorities covered up 
evidence favorable to that 
defense. 1 

If Lesar proves his contentions 
that Ray is inocent and that the 
government .concealed 
evidence in the case, then the 
government and the American 
people will be confronted with 
the important questions of who 
and why. 

The following is the second of 
two installments of an interview 
conducted this summer with 
Lesar ' by Courier managing 
editor Dan Carpenter and Jess 
Kleinert and James Ravet of 
the Assassination Information 
Bureau of Wisconsin. The AIBW 
has done extensive research 
into the assassination of King 
and John and Robert Kennedy, 
and the attempt on the life of 
George Wallace, and is at- 
tempting to build popular 
pressure for a Congressional 
investigation into those in- 
cidents. 

Two parts of the interview 



need elaboration here. To the 
reference to Ray’s six-year 
fight to be released from 
solitary confinement, it should 
be added that he got his wish 
two weeks ago and was tran- 
sferred to the general prison 
population. • , ■ : 

Also, mention is_ made of 
assassination critic Mark Lane. 
Lane is the author of “Rush to 
Judgment,” a book attacking 
the findings of the Warren 
Commission, which in- 
vestigated the slaying of 
President Kennedy. 

Mr. Lesar, I was going to ask a 
couple of questions about Ray 
himself, if you don’t mind. 
Some of his other attorneys 
have said they’ve found him 
uncooperative, and indeed he’s 
dismissed a whole series of 
them. I was? wondering how 
you’ve found him — if he’s 
sullen, if he’s cooperative, if he 
' seems fearful for his life, 
because he’s a pivotal figure in 
this .politically volatile 
situation. How has he acted 
toward you? 

Well, I think we have a very 
good relationship. He’s been 
very cooperative with me. He 
even sends me legal decisions 



which are sometimes very 
helpful in my work. He un- 
covers a lot of issues which 
have relevance to his case. He 
has a nice wry sense of humor. 
He has been und^r I think very 
extraordinary pressure from 
the fact he has been in solitary 
> confinement for six year, for 
virtually the entire six year- 
s, which is a horrendous ex- 
perience for anyone, and I don’t 
think there are many people 
who could have withstood it and 
be in the shape James Earl 
Ray’s in. At times it has af- 
fected him very obviously, his 
health has deteriorated at 
times, his ability to recollect 
and focus on things have been 
impaired, but in spite of it he 
remains remarkably alert and 
in remarkably good spirits for a 
person in his cirumstances. And 
I certainly I would never want 
to have to go through what he 




has gone through. I don’t think 
anyone should ever have to go 
through that. 

On the one hand I’ve read that 
Ray has expressed fear for his 
life rather strongly, and on the 
other hand he’s nonetheless 
fought to get out of solitary 
confinement, where 
presumably he’s safer than if he 
were in the general prison 
population. 

Well, I don’t know that I’d 
assume he’s any safer in 
solitary. I think that it’s just as 
possible something could 
happen to him in solitary as in 
the general population. But in 
any respect, he takes the point 
of view that, ‘Look, am I going to 
have to spend 99 years in 
solitary confinement? I’d 
rather take my chances. 
‘Everybody in prison, in the 
general population, takes his 
chances for being hurt or even 
possibly killed. And he’s willing 
to take those chances. And he 
wants to know what right the 
state authorities have to protect 
him when he doesn’t want that 
protection. 

You may choose not to answer 
this, I guess. Has he disputed 
the general, the standard 
description by the state that 
he’s a hard core racist? 

Well, the question has not 
come up, and it’s really 
irrelevant to the issues vvh'ch 
we face in defending him. The 
question is, I think, a racist is 
just: as entitled under the 
constitution as anyone else to 
his constitutional right to a fair 
trial. And whether he is or is not 
a racist is not a relevant issue. 
And I think it’s very un- 
fortunate that there has been an 
attempt by some people, 
notably by William Bradford 
Huie and by Judge McCrae to 
argue a very specious form of 
logic, that for example, because 
Janies Earl Ray hired Arthur 
Hanes, who had a background 
as the 'Mayor of Birmingham 
Alabama during the period of 
racial strife, that ergo" James 
Earl Ray is a racist and ipso 
facto he is guilty of shooting Dr . 



Martin Luther King. None of 
which makes the least bit of 
sense in terms of logic, and 
which is contradicted becayse 
Judge McCrae pointed to his 
retaining Arthur Hanes but 
neglected to mention that he 
had originally written F. Lee 
Bailey, who is not a racist. And 
so you’ve got that. And as a 
matter of fact to say I’m not a 
racist either. I was a supporter 
of Dr. King’s civil rights 
movement, and I "just don’t 
think that those kind of issues 
are relevant to question of 
whether or not he’s entitled to" 
the same rights as everybody, 
or whether or not he should get 
a fair trial. 

Attorney Stoner, I guess, 
belonged tb the States Rights 
Party. 

Yes, but Stoner, you must 
remember, volunteered. James 
Earl Ray did not seak Stoner 
out. JB Stoner wrote, his 
organization wrote, James Earl 
Ray. 

, That was the reason I asked 
that ''question. It seems as 
though now that the results of 
that minitrial are being 
challenged, in response to all 
this, the former prosecutor and 
others I guess have said in 
response to that, ‘well, this is a 
lot of BS. Ray didn’t like Black 
people, he hated Dr. King,’ and 
that’s been pretty much the 
sunp and substance of their 
response, almost as though, like 
you say, they had raised it to the 
level of hard evidence. 

That’s fine, and if we’re going 
to start convicting racists for 
the murder of Dr. Martin 
Luther King, were going to 
cram the jails full of innocent 
people. 

Just generally, have you'found 
the work of these citizens’ 
groups, in investigating, 
petitioning, researching, and so 
forth,-- have you found that to be 
helpful or just something that 
might be complicating? 1 

I’ve generally found it to be 
counterproductive, 
unfortunately. 

And why is that, because it 



would be prejudicial, maybe? 

Well, no, you’re talking, I 
would assume you’re talking 
about President Kennedy’s as 
assassination, because there’s 
been very little done by any 
groups on the King 
assassination, and I think that 
the problem lies in - it’s a very 
complicated problem - there 
are a number of people who 
claim to know what in fact they 
really don’t know. And I speak 

from long experience with 
knowing most of the people 
who’ve been involved in the 
effort to reopen the JFK 
assassination. And the amount 
of misinformation and 
misdirection by some of the 
people on my side of the N fence is 
frightening, and that’s one of 
the reasons why I have worked 
very closely, and almost ex- 
clusively, but not entirely over 
the past two or three years with 
Harold Weisberg, because I feel 
his approach is a responsible 
approach and one which rather 
than creating problems of 
credibility and misdirection 
and misfocus is responsible, 
partly because it’s directed 
through the courts. 

For example, I have filed a 
number of Freedom of In- 
formation suits on his behalf 
seeking to get vital evidence 
and information r pertaining to 
P re side n t K enriedy’s 

assassination from the 



government. We’ve been very 
successful in doing that. The 
January 22 transcript - the 
January 22-January 27, 1964 
transcript of the Warren 
Commission executive session 
from those dates - were ob- 
tained as the results of actions 
that I made for Mr. Weisberg 
under the. Freedom: of In- 
formation Act, and those have 




been enormously influential in 
convincing people that the issue 
ought to be reopened. There’ve 
been no drawbacks to that sort 
of effort. 

The current suits that I have 
1 for him for disclosure of the 
spectographic and neutron 
activation analyses of tests that 
were made on the vital evidence 
is another such action. These 
actions focus attention on the 
places where the government is 
weak and where its 
unassailably wrong, and these 
actions, because they’re 
brought in courts of law, inform 
people in the establishment who 
are misinformed or uniformed 
as to the facts of the 
assassination of President 
Kennedy. 

I think one of the things that is 
going on behind the scenes is 

that while' a lot of theorizing 
about the assassination, a lot of 
people on the lecture circuit 
have gotten a lot of attention, 
the most important aspect has 
been the behind the scenes 
influence of the lawsuits that 
Harold Weisberg has filed. To 
give you an example, the 
Department of Justice has been 
resisting in court for the past 
five years Harold Weisberg’s 
attempts to get the basic hard 
evidence on the Kennedy 
assassination. Now, we have 
stated time and again in our 
brief that it is obvious that if 
this information supported the 
Warren Commission the 
government would have it on 
the . front page of every 
newspaper in the country and 
have it on radio and tv. The fact 
that they haven’t indicates that 
it doesn’t support the official 
view, the government would 
want to have made public, and 
so I think we are accomplishing 
a lot by bringing these lawsuits j 
and these actions, and while a 
lot of wild allegations have been 
made about CIA involvement 
and about involvement by Hunt 



and Strugis, that’s been easily 
refuted and. it’s proved to be 
hurtful to those who are critical 
of the investigation of the 
assassination. 

But our efforts in the courts, 



have been, on the contrary, 
been very helpful -- with the 
establishment press, with 
government officials who 
otherwise wouldn’t be aware of 
this. 

As a matter of fact, we’ve been 
helpful in another way. We’ve 
had an impact that very few 
people are aware of on the 
Freedom of Information Act 
itself. The first time we brought 
what we called, referred to as 
the “spectro suit.” We lost that 
lawsuit, and the case went all 
the way to the supreme court. In 
the course of losing that suit, it 
destroyed the Freedom of In- 
formation Act. And as a result, - 
Congress had to amend the 
Freedom of Information Act. 
When they were amending the 
Freedom of Information Act, 
Congress specifically men- 



tioned - in fact, Senator Ken- 
nedy specifically mentioned - 
that the Weisberg decision, the 
spectro decision, Weisberg vs. 
the Department of Justice, was 
a case that had to be over- 
turned. So, the suit that we lost, 
was the basis for enacting a 
stronger Freedom of In- 
formation Act. Now, we’re back 
in the courtroom again, and we 
may be headed the same route, 
but we are going to continue 
fighting until we force the 
government into the position 
where it either produces the 
evidence which we want, 
produces the tests which we 
want, or admits that the 
evidence, that the tests were 
never made, or were destroyed. 
So, these are obviously 
political fights as well as legal 
ones? 

This is very definitely a highly 
political case. The whole 
history of the case is unusually 
politicil. In 1970, when the case 




was brought in the District 
Court, ironically it was tied up 
by later events before Judge 
Sirica, the government attorney 
got up and declared that the 
attorney General of the United 
States has determined that it is 
not in the national interest to 
release these spectrographic 
analyses. Now, as a matter of 
fact, that was a false statement. 
No such determination was 
ever made. But the US Attorney 
got up and said so and Sirica 
threw us out of court. So you can 
see that when the United States 
Attorney is willing to go to those 
desperate lengths to invoke an 
irrelevant standard under the 
Freedom of Information ACT, 
and to claim falsely that the 
Attorney General had made a 
determination of fact which he 
had never made, it’s a highly 
political case. 

So, even with the dangers of 
wild theories, adventurism, 
confusion, and so forth, it would 
seem it would be helpful to have 
at least have some kind of 
popular agitation. 

"*If it’s correctly focused. The 
problem is, it’s not being 
focused in the right way. 

■ OK, how about the petitioning? 

Well, that’s perfectly all right, 
depending on what you’re going 
to petition them to do. 

The petition I’ve seen is very 
brief, it simply asks for a trial, 
or asks for an investigation of 
some sort, not positing any 
compiracy theories or theories 
as to how Dr. King was 
assassinated or anything, but at 
least I guess the objective is to 
have that popular weight which 
is believed necessary in some 
trials which are not tried in 
what you would call a legal 
laboratory — without political 
implications. A case like this, or 
the trial of. a political activist, 
or something like that. But you 
would agree that some kind of 
popular effort is helpful., 

I think that citizens of 'the 
United States always have an 
interest in a defendant’s getting 



a fair trial. It is in the interest of 
everyone that James Earl Ray 
gets the fair trial that he was 
denied. And So I certainly 
support the citizens who want to 
see James Earl Ray. given a 
trial. He deserves it,, and the 
fact that he has not been given a 
trial, that it has taken this long 
to get this far along the road to 
getting him a trial - that is a 
scandal comparable to the fact 
that it took 12 years to clear up 
the Dreyfus Case in France. 
You mentioned the Dreyfus 
case. One of the key points there 
was the public outcry that came 
from Zola’s book,” I Accuse.” I 
recall with warm feelings the 
fact that you were one of the few 
people who were not frightened 
on the Madison campus after 
the Kennedy assassination. You' 
had enough courage to go out 
there with the National 
Guardian newspaper and hand 
out Mark Lane’s brief that 
opened unanswered questions 
around the Kennedy 1 
assassination. What I’m afraid 
of is that if we follow your in- 
structions explicitly, that is put 
all our weight in the courts, 
legal action, we’re putting in a 
sense all our eggs in one basket 
and we’re not providing the 
kind of political pressure that 
citizens can provide..., : 

I would agree that you should 
provide that pressure. My only 
question is how you do it. For 
example, I think that it is 
perfectly valid for citizens to 
ask the government ;iwhy 
certain information i J >- isC being 
suppressed, and it’s perfectly 
valid for them to raise the 
questions about the conduct of 
governmental officials. 

I think it is valid to ask about 
the function of the legal system, 
for instance, why has it taken 
five years to get an evidentiary 
hearing- where the claim has 
such obvious merit. And there 
are plenty of \ways,. vplid 
of asking those questions'. Why ' 
was the evidence about FBI 
: ballistics experts, Robert 



Frazier’s affidavit and the 
other affidavits that were 
submitted at the extradition in 
London, England, why was that 
evidence suppressed. I think 
those are very valid questions 
that ought to be raised. 

I’m afraid I’rti getting into a 
dialogue with you, but let me do 
if for just a second. We got 
about 500 signatures on a 
petition here on Juneteenth 
Day, the celebration of the 
freeing of the slaves in the 
southwest territories, around . 
(he notion of setting Nip a 
Watergate type committee to 
reinvestigate the King 
assassination. The problem 
when we’re dealing with people 
who may not know the specific 
information as to how the case 
is functioning, it’s hard to 
organize around those very 
specific issues, we have to be 
more general. Would you say it 
would be better for us to petition 
with regard to your appeals to 
. the 6th Circuit Court, rather 
than to do it around House' 
Resolution 204, then? 

I think basically, that people 
out to be given proper in- 
formation about what the status 
of' the case is, what the facts of 
. the case are. They ought to 
understand what happened. 
That’s the basis for any sort of 
proper action. You’ve got to 
understand what’s involved. 

Of course, a lot of people, and 
It’s unfortunately that they’re 
not knowledgeable in all 
aspects of the case, but they 
have a gut feeling that there’s 
something wrong with this 
country, that there’ve been too 
many political assassinations, 
and so forth. Now, I’m not 
trying to play upon irrationality 
when I petition, I’m trying to 
educate people, and a petition 
can be used as a means to carry 

[along a dialogue 

I agree. , 

... But it’s unfortunate that we 
have to think in some way use 
that gut feeling, and so many 
(Please turn to page 13) 




